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Serious questions and concerns reign throughout Latin America about the effectiveness of the
US "war on drugs" in the region. The methods and policies imposed by the US in the war are
consistently criticized, especially by campesino organizations.
Following is an interview with Dr. Hugo Cabieses Cubas, an economist and an advisor to the
Andean Coca Producers Council (Consejo Andino de Productores de Hoja de Coca), in which Dr.
Cabiesas analyzes the drug war and its effect on the Andean region. The Council includes coca
growers from Peru, Bolivia, and Colombia and seeks to promote anti-drug policies that are less
harmful to the campesinos who grow coca leaf. Dr. Cabiesas was interviewed by LADB Political
Affairs Editor Patricia Hynds during a recent fact-finding trip to Peru.
LADB: How would you describe the anti-drug policies in the Andean countries and particularly in
Peru? Hugo Cabieses: At first glance, the anti-drug policy in the Andean countries appears to be
one central policy designed by the US government. But in practice it has very different applications
in Peru, Bolivia, and Colombia. In the case of Peru, the anti-drug policy has three pillars. The first
is everything related to prevention and control of drugs concretely, repressive policies. The second
is everything related to alternative development, including proposals and strategies. And the
third, in the case of Peru, is the proposal for a "re-valuing" (revalorizacion) of the coca leaf. That
includes efforts to have coca leaf removed from the UN's Schedule One, the list of most dangerous
hallucinogenic drugs, where it has been since 1961. Re- valuing coca also means respecting the
cultivation of coca leaf both for traditional consumption and for developing beneficial products
derived from coca leaf. So, those are the three planks of the Peruvian anti-drug policy.
LADB: What is the US's role in those policies?
HC: The US is in agreement with the first pillar, the repressive pillar. With the second alternative
development the US is "formally" in agreement, but not in reality. While the US supposedly
supports projects aimed at alternative development, it is supportive only when the projects are
accompanied by policies of eradication and crop substitution. The US places conditions on its
support and aid that are harmful to the campesinos. One condition of US aid is the reduction in the
number of hectares of coca fields and another condition is the continuation of present economic
policies. And unfortunately, present economic policies neglect the problems of rural areas. In
addition, the aid is totally inadequate. In a sense, alternative development neglects the poverty
of the campesinos, not formally, because according to the laws and the speeches, the goal is to
alleviate poverty. However, the reality is that, since 1984 the year in which former president Ronald
Reagan launched the war on drugs US-imposed policies have resulted in loss of credit, elimination
of technical assistance, and neglect of social and economic infrastructure, while the only priority has
been to reduce the number of hectares used for the cultivation of coca leaf.
LADB Article Id:  55835
ISSN:  1060-4189
©2011  The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved. Page 2 of 5
LADB: Have any US policies been successful?
HC: I would say that the US repressive policy is a total failure. Repression has resulted in an
increase in the amount of land used to grow coca leaf and a failure to substantially reduce both
consumption and drug trafficking. The war on drugs, understood as a war, has failed. On the other
hand, efforts at prevention in the US have been relatively successful, especially among the middle
and upper classes.
LADB: Have any of the programs for alternative development worked?
HC: Despite the possible good intentions of those proposing alternative development, the strategy
until now is a failure. The cultivation of coca leaf, poppy, and marijuana, which are the products
that alternative development programs are designed to replace, has increased substantially during
the past ten years. One reason for the failure is that, for campesinos to benefit from alternative
development programs, they must be producers of the raw material used for illegal drugs. The
campesinos qualify for assistance if they show a willingness to substitute another crop, but first
they must grow coca leaf, poppy, or marijuana. And the more coca leaf, for example, that they
grow, the more assistance they can receive. Another reason is that the crops that are substituted
are principally export crops. The programs do not prioritize products for the domestic market
and the countries must continue importing foodstuffs such as rice, sugar, and corn that would be
suitable for growing in the areas that now produce coca leaf, poppy, and marijuana. In addition,
even the positive aspects of the programs, such as promoting social and economic infrastructure,
also favor drug trafficking by eliminating the need for the cartels to invest in such things as roads,
electricity, and airports. And, the alternative development programs do not make any serious effort
to incorporate campesino organizations in finding solutions to their problems. The policies are
decided and imposed from above and from outside.
LADB: You have said that now is a pivotal time for Peru to effectively implement a realistic program
of integral development. What makes this time significant?
HC: I think this is the moment. Five years ago it was not, nor will it be five years from now, since
during the next five years anything can happen. In the past few months, the price for Peruvian coca
leaf and for coca paste for cocaine has plummeted, but not the price for refined cocaine. The street
price for cocaine has risen in the US. Until December of last year, Peruvian coca growers, both in the
areas where coca is grown for traditional consumption and even more in the areas growing coca for
drug trafficking, were being paid US$40.00 per arroba, which is equivalent to 11.5 kg, about US$4.00
per kg. Right now, the price is US$0.40 per kg. This has caused a major economic crisis as well as a
major social crisis in the countryside.
The economic crisis could have been predicted because it is not the first price crisis in the history of
this coca- cocaine industry, it is the fifth price crisis. But for Peru, this price crisis is, in my opinion,
definitive. It is a problem for Peru, but it is also an opportunity. And I think it is definitive because
fortunately Peru has not been able to integrate well into the coca-cocaine industry, nor into the
drug trafficking complex in general. Colombia has diversified its production of the raw materials
for drugs, and it produces cocaine, opium/heroin, and marijuana. And it diversified not only in
what it produces, but in its markets. It now sells its products not only in the local market, but also
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in the Mexican and Brazilian markets, which are both major markets. Most importantly, Colombia
sells its drugs in the US, the principal market in the world for both heroin and cocaine as well as for
marijuana, and it sells in Europe.
In addition, for the past four or five years, Colombia has been producing its own coca leaf and no
longer needs Peruvian coca leaf. Their coca fields are closer, eliminating the need for light planes,
since the coca leaf can be transported on the rivers. And, the variety of coca leaf grown in Colombia
has a high cocaine content. Depending on the variety, coca leaf has between 0.2% and 1.5% of
cocaine. The variety grown in Colombia for the coca-cocaine complex has the highest cocaine
content. Estimates are that 100,000 ha of coca leaf are now planted in Colombia, four times what was
grown four or five years ago. Also, the owners of the Colombian cartels are truly business magnates,
people who have invested in their own country, who have managed their capital as efficiently as if it
were an excellent and very productive transnational.
In the case of Bolivia, while they are not producing all three products, they have been able to
integrate the entire production process from the growing of coca leaf to the production of refined
cocaine hydrochloride. And, they have also diversified their markets. They are selling large amounts
of cocaine directly to Brazil for consumers in Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro and for transshipment via
Africa where consumption is increasing slowly in the major African countries to Eastern Europe and
Western Europe, markets that are growing rapidly. In Peru, on the other hand, we have not been
able to integrate the entire production process. Peru does not produce marijuana, or produces very
little, and it also does not produce poppies for heroin, despite its closeness to Colombia where there
are 25,000 ha of poppy fields. The Colombians have come to Peru and given campesinos seeds to
produce poppies, but they have not had any success.
Peru produces coca leaf; it was or is a producer of unrefined cocaine paste (pasta basica); and, at
best, it produces "washed" cocaine paste. There is some production of cocaine, but it is still in the
very incipient stage. And, the Peruvian drug traffickers are certainly not real "impresarios." They
are more informal businesspeople, rather than "high-risk" operators such as those in Bolivia and
Colombia. Another important element is the surplus of both coca leaf and cocaine in storage. While
the overall consumption has remained about the same or has diminished somewhat, the amount of
cocaine produced continues to increase, leaving a surplus each year. And this has been occurring
for the past four or five years, creating a huge stockpile of cocaine. To sum up, I think that this is a
great opportunity for Peru because the prices for coca leaf have fallen, and because the campesinos
who grow the coca leaf have been convinced for some time that it is necessary to combine their
traditional crops with some cultivation of coca leaf for traditional use and for beneficial products.
Therefore, it is extremely important that nationally and internationally there is support for projects
for integral sustainable rural development that not only looks at the issue of crops, but also at
marketing the products both domestically and internationally, and also deals with infrastructure
such as roads and highways to facilitate marketing.
LADB: What is the position of the Coca Growers Council?
HC: They insist on programs of integral sustainable development that permit the substitution
of some coca cultivation over time, but also maintain some cultivation for traditional use. They
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also insist on developing beneficial coca-leaf products for marketing. The Council plans to carry
out campaigns nationally and internationally in favor of coca leaf. The campaigns will have a
three-fold message: first, coca leaf is not cocaine; second, the campesino who grows coca leaf
is not a drug trafficker; and third, the traditional user of coca leaf is not a drug addict. Peru has
taken some important steps in this regard. For the third consecutive year in the UN Commission
on Hallucinogenic Drugs, Peru has raised the need to make these distinctions. In addition, the
Minister of Agriculture recently took positions very close to those of the campesinos by supporting
decriminalizing the cultivation, marketing, and consumption of coca leaf for traditional and
beneficial uses and by advocating that campesino businesses assume responsibility for legal
marketing of coca leaf, eliminating the state monopoly.
LADB: What specifically do the coca growers and campesinos in the Andean countries propose?
HC: Their proposal has eight parts: * Rejection of the "war on drugs," both for reasons of
sovereignty and for the "war's" ineffectiveness in reducing drug trafficking or drug consumption.
Any police/military solution to the problem only makes it worse. The only results of more than
10 years of imposed US strategy is greater proliferation of drug trafficking and an increase in the
illicit consumption of drugs. * Defense of the cultivation and traditional consumption of coca leaf
and marketing of legal products made from it. In the region, about 8 million people use coca leaf
regularly for traditional uses: chewing coca leaf, drinking mate de coca, and using coca leaf for
medicinal purposes uses that should be appreciated and accepted. * Support for national and
international efforts to re- value coca leaf. The commitment made in 1994 by the governments of
Bolivia and Peru to create a binational institute to study the medicinal, nutritional, and therapeutic
uses of coca should be implemented. In addition, coca leaf should be removed from the UN's
Schedule I of mind-altering drugs.
*Marketing products made from coca leaf and promoting scientific investigations to develop
additional beneficial products for export.
*Promoting programs of voluntary substitution of excessive crops that is cultivation that exceeds
the requirements for traditional use and manufacture of legal beneficial products with the active
participation of local organizations in the decision-making process for those programs.
*Promoting integral sustainable rural development, to be implemented along with coca growing,
that encourages the participation of the affected population and respects the cultural uses of coca
leaf.
*Implementing macroeconomic policies in rural areas that make social problems a priority and re-
examine privatization, agricultural credits, exchange rates, price structures, tariffs, technical support,
investment, etc.
*Finally, developing participative programs to provide information and education to prevent drug
use in city neighborhoods and rural areas with at-risk populations. Drug consumption is a growing
concern in our countries, a natural result of efforts by the drug cartels to increase their market as
well as a result of the obvious problems of poverty and marginalization. However, in our efforts to
respond to the growing problem of drug use, we must not get caught up in the official rhetoric of
the US "war on drugs" in which there are only the guilty us and the victims them. The problem is
integral: medical, cultural, multilateral, and interrelated.
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